Does screen-detected breast cancer have better survival than symptomatic breast cancer?
Evidence obtained from several randomized control trials suggest that mortality from breast cancer could be reduced by mammographic screening. However, a recent meta-analysis questioned the general acceptance that screening for breast cancer is beneficial. The purpose of the study was to analyze prospectively collected data from our unit and produce overall and comparative 5-year survival rates for screen-detected and symptomatic breast cancer. Prospectively collected data on all patients diagnosed with invasive breast cancer between January 1993 and December 1994 (24 months), and monitored until the end of 1999, were collated and analyzed. Five-year survival was estimated and broken down by age at diagnosis, tumour size, grade and nodal status. The overall 5-year survival for women with screen-detected cancers was compared with that for women with symptomatically presenting cancers. Between January 1993 and December 1994, 308 patients with invasive breast cancer were referred to the unit (162 via the breast screening programme and 146 presenting symptomatically). The overall 5-year survival was 85.5% (confidence interval [CI], 80.8-89.1). Small tumour size, low grade and negative nodal status were associated with higher survival rates. Five-year survival of the screen-detected cancer patients (91.7%; CI, 85.8-95.2) was higher than that of patients presenting symptomatically (78.6%; CI, 70.6-84.6; p < 0.001). These findings suggest that patients with screen-detected breast cancer may have better survival compared to those with symptomatically detected breast cancer. The results support the argument in favour of a beneficial impact of breast screening programmes on patients' survival.